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Abstract
Kylie Christine Pringle
AN EXPLORATORY INVESTIGATION OF THE EFFECTS OF POWER-SOLVING,
A SOCIAL PROBLEM SOLVING METHOD, ON STUDENTS WITH
COMMUNICATION IMPAIRMENTS
2016-2017
S. Jay Kuder, Ed.D.
Master of Arts in Special Education

The purpose of this investigation was to examine students with communication
impairments ability to learn problem solving skills, using the POWER-Solving method,
and the effect on positive social interactions. The results indicated that all 10 participants
increased positive social interactions with their peers through teacher observations and
pre and post rating scales. In addition, increases in the students’ emotional vocabulary, as
well as their ability to identify feelings were found. It seems that the POWER-Solving
method would be beneficial in increasing positive social interactions of students with
communication impairments. Future studies may focus on maintenance of their problem
solving skills and independence in the application of skills for generalization.

iv

Table of Contents
Abstract ............................................................................................................................iv
List of Figures ..................................................................................................................vii
List of Tables ...................................................................................................................viii
Chapter 1: Research Problem...........................................................................................1
Chapter 2: Literature Review ...........................................................................................4
Social Cognition.........................................................................................................6
Social Problem Solving..............................................................................................12
Chapter 3: Methodology ..................................................................................................16
Method .......................................................................................................................23
Procedure ...................................................................................................................25
Chapter 4: Results ............................................................................................................27
Group Results.............................................................................................................27
Chapter 5: Discussion ......................................................................................................34
Limitations .................................................................................................................37
Practical Implications.................................................................................................38
Future Studies ............................................................................................................40
Conclusion .................................................................................................................40
References ........................................................................................................................42
Appendix A: POWER-Solving Scorecard Book 1 ..........................................................47
Appendix B: POWER-Solving Scorecard Book 2...........................................................48
Appendix C: POWER-Solving Scorecard Book 3...........................................................49
Appendix D: POWER-Solving Scorecard Book 4 ..........................................................50
v

Appendix E: POWER-Solving Rating Scale ...................................................................51

vi

List of Figures
Figure

Page

Figure 1. Results for POWER-Solving Steps Book 1......................................................28
Figure 2. Results for Social Conversations Book 2 .........................................................29
Figure 3. Results for Developing Friendships Book 3 .....................................................30
Figure 4. Results for Anger Management Book 4 ...........................................................31

vii

List of Tables
Table

Page

Table 1. Distribution of Demographic Characteristics ....................................................17
Table 2. Results of the Teacher POWER-Solving Rating Scale .....................................32
Table 3. Results of the Parent POWER-Solving Rating Scale ........................................33

viii

Chapter 1
Research Problem
Throughout daily lives, human beings are faced with social problems that require
problem solving skills in order to navigate their way through these situations
successfully. Many individuals effectively handle each scenario that arises with ease and
use these skills with a natural automaticity, while others may struggle each step of the
way and need direct instruction. For individuals with communication impairments,
solving social problems may be extremely challenging and may hinder their attempts to
engage in social interactions with others. Typical social problems when communicating
with others may seem overwhelming to these individuals because they lack a strong
problem solving process. The ability to successfully engage in social interactions may
also be compromised due to the difficulty they have comprehending words properly,
expressing oneself, and listening to others. Because of these weaknesses, students with
communication impairments may not solve problems quickly and effectively. Instead
they may choose solutions that are ineffective and that lead to negative consequences.
This lack of an effective problem solving process may also lead to difficulty in making
friends and maintaining friendships.
Problem solving and communication skills are important in The Common Core
Standards and statewide initiations. As part of daily classroom routines, teachers are
utilizing partner work, turn and talk, and group work strategies to increase student
interaction, engagement, and problem solving opportunities. Effective collaboration is
essential in today’s classroom and communication is at the heart of being an effective
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collaborator. Likewise, today’s work world requires individuals to be skilled at
collaborating, verbalizing one’s ideas, interpreting and commenting on other’s ideas,
problem solving, and presenting information.
Students with communication impairments may face challenges communicating
effectively with their teachers and peers, expressing and sharing ideas during class
discussions, understanding the ideas of others, making presentations (Evans, M.A.,
1987), and participating in activities (Brinton, Fujiki, & Higbee, 1998). It is found that
such a difficulty have a profound effect on the student's academic and social experience
at school (Bruck, 1996; Rourke, 1989). Often times these students struggle more than
others to handle typical conflicts. Without problem solving skills, individuals with
communication impairments flounder in many social situations, which may lead to
feelings of frustration, insecurity, and embarrassment (Nelson, Brenner, and RogersAdkinson, 2003). Increased levels of frustration may also affect a student's behavior,
causing him/her to act out in class and throughout the school day. A student’s insecurity
may also lead to social withdrawal (Nelson, Brenner, and Rogers-Adkinson, 2003).
The ability to problem solve in social situations with confidence is fundamental.
When approaching a problem, one needs to have a reliable process to use in order to be
successful in solving that problem. In this study, students with communication
impairments were taught to learn problem solving skills, and their social interactions
were examined to evaluate their learning outcomes. Students in a 4th and 5th grade selfcontained program were taught the POWER-Solving method in an attempt to increase
their communication skills and enhance their ability to interact with peers and teachers in
social situations. The method is comprised of five steps using the acronym POWER,
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which stands for:
● Put the problem into words
● Observe and measure your feelings
● Work out your goal
● Explore possible solutions
● Review your plan
The research question was: Does teaching 4th and 5th grade students with
communication impairments to problem solve using the POWER-Solving method
increase their positive social interactions?
Through this study, the effects of the POWER-Solving method on the positive
social interactions of students with Communication Impairments were examined. The
POWER-Solving method will provide students with the tools that they need to solve
every day social problems. Teaching students to problem solve and navigate their way
through all types of social situations is a way to increase positive social interactions. In
turn, students will feel confident in social situations and be more willing to take risks
both socially and academically, enhancing both their academic and social experience at
school.
In summary, many individuals with communication impairments lack the process
necessary to solve social problems. They may experience difficulty making and keeping
friends, feeling confident in social situations, controlling their emotions when problems
arise, and choosing effective solutions to solve social problems. The POWER-Solving
method could be a strategy to provide a reliable process for these individuals when facing
social problems.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Many individuals with communication impairments experience difficulty making
and keeping friends, feeling confident in social situations, controlling their emotions
when problems arise, and choosing effective solutions to solve social problems (Bryan,
Burstein, & Ergul, 2004). The characteristics of children with language and
communication disorders affect multiple aspects of their lives including academic
performance, social interaction, cognitive functioning, and behavior (Kuder, 2013). In a
school setting, children with communication impairments may be reluctant to contribute
to discussions, fail to follow directions, have difficulty finding the right word for things
and have difficulty organizing ideas (Evans, M.A., 1987). During social interactions,
children with communication impairments may be reluctant to interact with other
children, be excluded or rejected by other children, have difficulty carrying on a
conversation, or problems negotiating rules for games. Deficits in cognitive functioning,
in children with communication impairments, may lead to difficulty organizing
information for recall, slow responding, and inattentiveness (McDonough, 1989;
Rosenthal & Simeonsson, 1991). All of these characteristics combined may cause
increased negative behaviors including high levels of frustration, frequent arguments,
fighting with peers, and withdrawing from interaction (Nelson, Benner, RogersAdkinson, 2003).
The complications that children with communication impairments experience
have a profound effect on their academic and social experience at school. Negative social
experiences such as with peer rejection or exclusion, may lead to feelings of frustration,
4

insecurity, and embarrassment. Increased levels of frustration may also affect a student's
behavior, causing them to act out in class and throughout the school day. A student’s
insecurity may also lead to fights and arguments with peers or even worse, social
withdrawal. Clinical observations reveal that the failure to communicate thoughts and
needs, as well as misinterpretations of messages, often lead to confusion, aggression, and
social withdrawal in children with language impairments (Prizant, B. M., Audet, L. R.,
Burke, G. M., Hummel, L.J., Maher, S.R., & Theadore, G., 1990).
The area of communication known as social discourse plays a big role in
successful social interactions. Social discourse is the domain of development that
represents a complex integration of language skills, cognition, social processes, and
social problem-solving (Dennis and Barnes, 1990). Research indicates that children with
learning disabilities exhibit a range of deficits in the expression and interpretation of
social discourse (Mathinos, 1991). A study conducted in 1998 by Vallance, Cummings,
and Humphries, examined the influence of social discourse and social skills on problem
behavior in children with language learning disabilities. They found that social discourse
skills were more deficient for children with LLD compared to a control group of children
without LLD. In addition, children with LLD were rated as exhibiting significantly less
social competence and more problem behaviors than children without LLD (Vallance,
Cummings, and Humphries, 1998). The findings of their study, along with many other
researchers’ findings, support theories that show that the primary processing deficits that
characterize learning disabilities not only lead to learning failure, but also negatively
affect broader social and behavioral domains (Bruck, 1996; Rourke, 1989). Furthermore,
since relationships with others are regulated through communication, individuals with
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language learning disabilities may have added difficulties finding success in social
situations. The effectiveness and success of social interactions depend on one’s ability to
monitor the linguistic, physical, non-verbal and cognitive context (Prizant and
Weatherby, 1990).
Social Cognition
Researchers have also found a strong relationship between social cognitive
deficits and children’s externalizing behaviors and problems with peers (Denham, SA,
Caverly S, Schmidt M, Blair K, DeMulder E, Caal S, et al, 2002). In particular, these
studies have focused on social-cognitive processes, including skills related to emotion
understanding, perspective taking, and social problem solving. One study conducted by
Fenning, Baker, and Juvonen examined similarities and differences in dynamics related
to the emergence of social cognition and competence in children with and without
developmental delays. Researchers in this study examined associations between observed
parent-child emotion discourse, children’s independent social problem solving, and
parent and teacher report of children’s social skills outcomes. They found that typically
developing children generally displayed more adaptive functioning than did children with
delays across domains (Fenning, Baker, and Juvonen, 2011). However, both groups
generated a comparable number of novel problem solving strategies, which highlights a
potential strength in need of further research for children with delays. Fenning, Baker,
and Juvonen found that typically developing children produced better quality solutions.
They found that this may be due to the fact that children with delays may have enacted
strategies without fully engaging in the response-decision process, possibly as a result of
difficulty weighing alternative solutions. Findings suggest that children with delays may
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be doubly disadvantaged, with difficulties generating prosocial strategies compounded by
a tendency to produce a greater number of maladaptive solutions (Fenning, Baker, and
Juvonen, 2011).
Children's social adjustment relates to their ability to get along with their peers
and engage in prosocial behavior. Children strive to be accepted by their peers and when
children are rejected in social situations, or disliked by their peer group they may engage
in aggressive behaviors or withdraw from social situations. This negative reaction to
social situations may lead to social maladjustment and future adjustment issues (Parker &
Asher, 1987). In order to generate possible interventions to promote positive social
experiences we need to examine the cognitive processes involved in how children think,
what they think, and how they choose to act in social situations. Social information
processing models have increasingly been used as frameworks for understanding
children’s social cognition and the on-line processing that causes behavioral responses
when a child is engaged in social interaction (Fenning, Baker, and Juvonen, 2011).
One model developed by Crick and Dodge (1994) proposed that children come to
a situation with a set of biologically limited capabilities and a database of memories of
past experiences. Then a multitude of cues are received as input. The cues are then
processed and a behavioral response is made. The steps of the model include (1)
encoding of external and internal cues, (2) interpretation and mental representation of
those cues, (3) clarification or selection of a goal, (4) response access or construction, (5)
response decision, and (6) behavioral enactment. Theoretically, during steps 1 and 2,
encoding and interpretation of social cues, children selectively attend to particular
situational and internal cues, and interpret them.
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Many different interpretational processes may be used by individuals based on
information stored in memory, such as, social schemata, scripts, and social knowledge.
During step 3, it is hypothesized that a desired outcome or goal is selected by the child. It
is proposed that in step 4 children access possible responses to the situation from
information stored in memory. Next, during step 5, it is thought that children evaluate
possible responses and choose the one that will lead them to their desired outcome.
Outcome expectations, self-efficacy, and response evaluation all play an important role in
this evaluation process. Then at step 6, the child acts utilizing the chosen response. These
steps are repeated continuously as social interactions continue and happen in real time. In
addition, it is assumed that these steps frequently occur outside of conscious awareness.
Researchers have found that children and adolescents have deficits at multiple stages of
the SIP model which impact their development of appropriate peer interactions and the
demonstration of aggressive behaviors (Lansford, Malone, Dodge, Crozier, Pettit, &
Bates, 2006). Particular attention has been devoted to the study of early steps involving
cue encoding and interpretation, and to the later step of response generation (Fenning,
Baker, and Juvonen, 2011). Research in this area has embraced a deficit perspective that
highlights the role of hostile attributions of intent and limited or aggressive social
problem solving in the emergence of children’s aggressive behavior and poor peer status
from preschool age through adolescence (Crick & Dodge, 1994). To combat this deficit,
several interventions have been created based on the Crick and Dodge’s (1994) model of
social information Processing. One example is Tools for Getting Along (TFGA), a
cognitive-behavioral intervention that focuses on learning, rehearsing, reviewing, and
practicing cumulative steps in a problem-solving sequence. The cumulative steps parallel
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Crick and Dodge’s model. Research has shown that TFGA had positive effects on
knowledge of social problem solving, lowered risk of proactive aggression, and increased
positive approaches problem-solving (Daunic, Smith, Garvan, Barber, Becker, Peters,
Taylor, Van Loan, Li, & Naranjo, 2012).
Children with communication impairments often experience problems effectively
executing basic social communication tasks. Difficulties can be observed when entering
ongoing social interactions (Liiva & Cleave, 2005), negotiating with peers (Brinton,
Fujiki, & McKee, 1998), participating in cooperative groups (Brinton, Fujiki, & Higbee,
1998), dealing with conflicts (Timler, 2008), and formulating cohesive narratives to retell
past events (Swanson, Fay, Mills, and Hood, 2005). Subsequently, children with
communication impairments often experience a wide variety of negative social outcomes,
including high levels of withdrawal (Redmond & Rice, 1998), few friends (Fujiki,
Brinton, Hart, & Fitzgerald, 1999), low self-esteem (Jerome, Fujiki, Brinton, & James,
2002), and high rates of victimization (Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 2004). In addition,
evidence has been found that links early maladaptive behaviors with later life difficulties
that include delinquency, substance abuse, and school dropout (Giancola & Tarter, 1999).
Besides specific academic skills, students with communication disorders require
interventions that address social and behavioral skills. To benefit from academic
instruction, children with communication disorders must be proficient in social and
behavioral regulation skills (Thatcher, Fletcher, and Decker, 2008). Social and behavioral
skills, such as following the classroom routine, managing time, and interacting with
peers, play an important role in school success (Thatcher, Fletcher, and Decker, 2008).
The cognitive-behavioral intervention approach can potentially prevent or ameliorate
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emotional and behavioral difficulties by increasing adaptive self-statements and
strengthening emotional and behavioral self-regulation (Robinson, Smith, & Miller,
2002). One intervention, Coping Power, an intensive small-group CBI that addresses risk
factors associated with conduct disorder and focuses on goal setting, anger management,
perspective taking, and problem solving, has been shown to enhance school functioning
as rated by teachers and reduce students’ self-reported substance abuse and other negative
behaviors (Lochman & Wells, 2004) when compared to a high-risk control group.
Another intervention found to have positive results is Promoting Alternative Thinking
Strategies, which promotes the development of feeling identification, impulse control,
stress reduction, self-awareness, and social problem solving (Smith, Graber, and Daunic,
2009). Implementing interventions using this strategy revealed improvements in peerrated aggression and disruptive behavior, as well as in observer ratings of the classroom
atmosphere (Smith et al, 2009).
Several studies have recently been conducted evaluating potential strategies to
facilitate the social and behavioral regulation skills of children with communication
disorders. Many of these studies use child-specific approaches that rely on adults to
provide skill instruction, prompting, and reinforcement (McConnell, S. R., Missal, K. N.,
Silberglitt, B., & McEvoy, M. A., 2002). Skills instruction generally involves the
teaching of a specific skill, modeling by the adult, and coaching the child through a
predetermined series of steps. In addition, many evidence-based intervention studies
incorporate four fundamental strategies as techniques for social communication skills
training (Thiemann & Goldstein, 2004). The four strategies involve instruction, rehearsal,
feedback and reinforcement, and skill maintenance and generalization. During
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instruction, children are provided with information about social communication
behaviors. Target behaviors are taught through verbal instruction and modeling.
Retention of each social communication skill and effective behavioral performance of
that skill are promoted through rehearsal, or repeated practice. Feedback and
reinforcement provide the learner with information about their social communication skill
performance. Once a child demonstrates the ability to perform a skill with support, the
focus of training then shifts toward the independent performance of that skill (Chapman,
Denning, & Jamison, 2008). Child-specific approaches may be easy for adults to
implement and for children to understand, however children may become too dependent
on the teacher/parent. Since the ultimate goal is to help children with communication
impairments independently initiate social communication skills that will result in
successful interactions with peers, it is imperative that they generalize the social
communication skills learned to any situation that arises. However, when cognitively
based interventions that promote successful emotional and behavioral development are
implemented class wide, students with emerging destructive or maladaptive behaviors are
able to observe and be supported by the problem-solving strategies of socially appropriate
peers (Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). Smith et al, (2009) state that having class-wide
discussions about social situations provide opportunities for students to consider multiple
interpretations of environmental social stimuli, constructive interpersonal interactions,
and socially adaptive response selections in emotionally charged situations. Class-wide
discussions provide opportunities for students who have difficulty constructing
appropriate social responses to benefit from the exposure to the perceptions, goals, and
choices of more socially competent peers. For example, Tools for Getting Along (TFGA)
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is a cognitively based intervention that has been taught class-wide and is designed to
prevent and improve emotional and behavioral problems by teaching students to use
social problem solving in emotionally-charged situations (Daunic, Smith, Brank, &
Penfield, 2006).
Social Problem Solving
Poor social relationships are related to classroom adjustment, academic
performance, and school failure (Anderson, Christenson & Sinclair, 2004). Although this
may be apparent in most schools, many educators find themselves unprepared to develop
and implement interventions to eliminate the difficulties that at-risk students face
(Fairbanks, Sugai, Guardino, & Lathrop, 2007). Cheney, Lynass, Flower, Waugh,
Iwaszuk, Mielenz, and Hawken (2010) present an example of an intervention that has
been effective at producing positive social outcomes for students who are at risk of
developing emotional or behavioral disabilities. The authors studied the effects of a
positive behavior support model known as The Check, Connect, and Expect (CCE)
program. The CEC program comprises of several critical structures and strategies that
include (a) the coach implementing the program; (b) daily positive interactions among the
coach, students, and teachers; (c) supervision and monitoring of students’ social
performance; (d) social skill instruction; (e) positive reinforcement for students meeting
daily and weekly goals; and (f) involvement of parents through daily home notes. The
approach was evaluated in 18 urban schools with a diverse population of students, over a
two year period. Results show that this type of intervention can reduce problematic
student behavior, reduce referral rates to special education, and enhance student’s social
behavior (Cheney et al., 2010).
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Researchers have also demonstrated that cognitive-behavioral intervention
strategies such as, social problem-solving, provided in the school setting can help
ameliorate the developmental risk for emotional and behavioral difficulties (Daunic,
Smith, Garvan, Barber, Becker, Peters, Taylor, Van Loan, Li, & Naranjo, 2011). Selbst
and Gordon (2012) suggest a cognitive-behavioral approach that focuses on teaching a
social problem-solving model that children and adolescents may apply independently.
With this model, the focus shifts from teaching a specific behavioral skill to teaching a
social problem solving model that will serve as a “toolbox” for the child to use in any
situation. The suggested model uses the acronym POWER to aid in the learning of the
five steps of POWER-Solving.
●

Put the problem into words

●

Observe and measure your feelings

●

Work out your goal

●

Explore possible solutions

●

Review your plan

Putting the problem into words helps children who have trouble finding words to
identify the problem by providing direct instruction. Children are taught to utilize the
sentence frame “I was… and then…” During the observing and measuring step, children
develop a feelings vocabulary and are taught how to measure the intensity of their
feelings. This step is especially important for children who struggle with identifying their
feelings and verbalizing their emotions. In the next step, children are taught to work out a
goal. Here they identify the goal and the level of motivation to reach the chosen goal. The
fourth step, exploring possible solutions, teaches the child to brainstorm possible
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solutions to solve the problem and evaluate whether the solution is safe, fair, and
effective. Becoming fluent in completing this step is extremely beneficial for children
who often generate and enact with ineffective solutions that lead to negative social
experiences. During the final step, children review the plan that they used to find an
effective solution and plan to use the skill the next time the situation occurs. In addition,
children then get to reward themselves for successfully figuring out how to solve their
problem.
The shift in focus from teaching a specific behavioral skill to teaching a social
problem solving model may benefit children with communication impairments who
repeatedly experience negative social interactions. If this method effectively increases the
positive social interactions that children with communication impairments experience, it
may change their whole academic and social experience at school. Research shows that
students who participate in social and emotional learning programs have grade point
averages that are 11 percent higher than their peers (Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg,
2004), score higher on standardized tests (Payton, Weissberg, Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor,
Schellinger, & Pachan, 2008), and are less likely to engage in high-risk behaviors that
interfere with learning, such as violence and drug and alcohol use (Hawkins, Graham,
Maguin, Abbott, Hill, & Catalano, 1997).
Communication is crucial for success in the school environment and within
society. Further research studies need to be conducted to enhance our understanding of
children with communication disorders as they attempt to navigate through social
situations with peers, teachers, and family members. Continuing to find new and
improved ways of enhancing social communication skills and social experiences of
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children with communication disorders, in social and academic situations, is essential.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This study was conducted with 4th and 5th grade students in a special education
program. Within this program, seven of the ten students qualify for special education
services under the category of Communication Impaired. The location of this study was a
small sized elementary school in South Jersey. The students participating in this study are
currently placed in a self-contained classroom with less than 40% of the day in a general
education setting. This means that the students are instructed in literacy, math, social
studies, and science within the self-contained classroom. However, each day they attend
special area classes, as well as lunch and recess with the general education 5th grade
classes. In addition, they are part of an inclusion 5th grade enrichment class once a week.
Table 1 includes the demographic information about the study participants.
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Table 1
Distribution of Demographic Characteristics

Characteristic
Number
Percentage
________________________________________________________________________
Grade Level
4th grade
6
60
th
5 grade
4
40
Gender
Male
Female

Race/Ethnicity
White
Hispanic/
Latino
Black

Special Education
Classification
Communication
Impaired
Multiple Disabled
Learning Disability
Other Health Impaired

6
4

60
40

2

20

3
5

30
50

4
3
2
1

40
30
20
10

Student 1 is a ten year old African American male. He qualifies for special
education under the category of Communication Impaired due to standard scores
achieved on the CELF-4. . He presently receives speech services once a week. He has
been learning how to organize his thoughts so he is better able to form written and verbal
descriptive sentences. He has been improving his vocabulary by learning multiple
meaning words, synonyms, antonyms, nouns, verbs and adjectives to help build his
17

overall receptive and expressive language skills. He has also been able to follow 2-3 step
directions to complete tasks assigned with minimal repetition and verbal prompting
needed. Providing examples and repeating the information presented benefits student 1.
Student 1 appears to enjoy learning new information. He is continuing to build his overall
language skills. He is strong in spelling and phonemic awareness. He has great fluency
when reading; however he struggles with comprehension, as well as incorporating
information read into written and verbal answers to questions asked.
Student 2 is a ten year old African American male. This student qualifies for
special education under the category of Multiply Disabled, due to a Specific Learning
Disability in Reading and Writing and a Communication Impairment. He attends speech
once a week. He struggles with expressive language skills and has difficulty when
describing situations and answering questions. He has been improving in his overall
language comprehension skills by answering "wh" questions as stories are read to him.
Providing examples and repeating the information presented benefits Student 2. Student 2
needs some redirection to stay on topic and on task to complete the assigned activities.
He is trying to read and spell more words, with moderate verbal prompts given. Student 2
is curious and does appear to enjoy learning new information.
Student 3 is an eleven year old Hispanic female. She qualifies for special
education under the category of Multiply Disabled. Her communication impairment and
her cognitive impairment both negatively impact her throughout the school day. She was
retained in first grade. Student 3 is presently in a self-contained special education
program and receives speech and language services to address the deficits in her language
development once a week and works with the ESL teacher for 40 minutes each day. She
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is a very soft-spoken sweet girl who wants to do well and please her teachers. She is very
polite, respectful, and gets along well with her peers. Although Spanish is the primary
language spoken in the home, she does not like to speak Spanish, and prefers speaking
English, especially with her sister. On the CELF-5, she received an overall Core
Language score of 73, which is in the poor range with a Receptive language score of 72
and an Expressive language score of 73, which are also both considered to be in the poor
range. She received a standard score of 81, which is in the below average range on the
ROWPVT-4 and a standard score of 72 on the EOWPVT-4 which is also considered to
be in the poor range. Articulation, fluency, voice, and hearing were informally assessed
and considered to be within functional limits at this time. She is struggling in the areas of
decoding, comprehension, and letter blending. She has a difficult time retaining
information and does better when she is working in a small group or one-to-one.
Student 4 is a nine year old African American male. He qualifies for special
education under the category of Communication Impaired based on significant delays in
the communication domain. He receives speech services once a week. To help improve
his ability to produce written and verbal descriptive sentences he is focusing on
organizing his thoughts. He has been improving his vocabulary by learning multiple
meaning words, synonyms, antonyms, nouns, verbs and adjectives to help build his
overall receptive and expressive language skills. He has been improving in his overall
language comprehension skills by answering "wh" questions pertaining to short stories
presented. He needs maximum verbal prompting and repetition to successfully answer
"wh" questions and to be able to follow 2-3 step directions. He often looks confused
when the questions or directions are given. Student 4 has difficulty with his working
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memory. He has difficulty recalling information learned from one week to the next. He
struggles with his reading decoding skills as well as his reading comprehension skills.
Student 5 is a ten year old African American male. He qualifies for special
education under the category of Specific Learning Disability based on a specific learning
disability in Reading. He has a great personality and when he is calm, he interacts nicely
with his peers and classmates. He genuinely wants to please his teachers; however he
struggles greatly to follow classroom rules and procedures without needing prompting or
redirection. He also has a hard time in less structured environments (sitting on the rug for
whole group lesson, working independently for long periods of time). He often has
negative interactions with his peers when walking in the hallway, during special area
classes, lunch, and recess. It is difficult for student 5 to keep control of his body in
regards to others personal space. He becomes easily distracted by what is going on
around him and focuses on what others are doing instead of on the task at hand.
Student 6 is a ten year old Hispanic male. He is eligible for special education and
related services under the classification of Communication Impaired based on significant
delays in his communication/language development. He presently receives speech once a
week. At times he is not focused and misses the directions. He is slow to complete any
task, needs support, and often needs the directions repeated before he is able to begin. He
benefits from small group instruction. His participation has improved, but he does tend to
sit back when the opportunity presents. His fluency when reading is affected by the fact
that he doesn't always use strategies when he comes to an unknown word. He may guess,
or he mumbles and it is unclear whether he knows it. He has difficulties with
comprehension as well. He needs to be encouraged to stop periodically to check into
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what is happening. Providing examples and repeating the information presented benefits
Student 6. He is trying to read and spell more words, with minimal verbal prompts given.
Small group instruction is where he gets the most benefits and is able to learn at his level
and pace.
Student 7 is a nine year old African American female. She is eligible for special
education and related services under the classification of OHI (Other Health Impaired)
based upon her diagnosis of ADHD combined type ODD. She presently receives speech
services once a week. She requires verbal prompting and redirection to stay on task and
follow the direction that has been given. Student 7 frequently has difficulty interacting
with her peers. She struggles when working in partners and in group settings. She often
gets lost in whole group settings. Student 7 often loses focus and shuts when in the whole
group is together, and then struggles when we break into smaller groups for the
assignments. During these times she often becomes agitated and begins to act out.
Student 8 is a nine year old Caucasian Female. She is eligible for Special
Education and Related Services under the classification of Multiply Disabled, due to a
Communication Impairment, a Specific Learning Disability in spoken language, and a
severe deficit in Adaptive Behavior skills. She presently receives speech once a week.
Since the beginning of the year she has demonstrated improved social behaviors and has
learned to express her needs before becoming frustrated and acting inappropriately. She
appears to have much more confidence in herself as she will try more difficult tasks. She
often appears to be listening, as she demonstrates appropriate listening behaviors, such as
eye contact and head nodding but was unable to begin the task without several
opportunities to have the directions restated and clarified. Providing examples and
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repeating the information presented benefits Student 8. She is trying to read and spell
more words, with minimal verbal prompts given. Her word retrieval skills have
significantly improved when she is given attributes about words, she can guess the word
being described. She does require moderate verbal prompting to not use "silly" speech
and more appropriate body awareness. She is continuing to build her overall language
skills.
Student 9 is a ten year old biracial female. She is eligible for special education
and related services under the classification of SLD (Specific Learning Disability). She
often becomes easily frustrated and cries when faced with tasks that she perceives as
difficult. She struggles to complete assignments independently, often asking for help
before even giving it a try. She has strong fluency; however her decoding skills are at a
much higher level than her comprehension.
Student 10 is a ten year old African American male. He is eligible for Special
Education and Related Services under the classification of Communication Impaired
based on significant delays in the communication domain. He presently receives speech
services once a week. He is often reluctant to accept help and will lash out by yelling,
crying, refusing to do work, and becoming disrespectful to his peers and teacher. When
calm, he is able to complete tasks with minimal prompting and redirection. Student 10
excels when a task or assignment has an art component. He has been learning how to
organize his thoughts so he is better able to form written and verbal descriptive sentences.
He has been improving his vocabulary by learning multiple meaning words, synonyms,
antonyms, nouns, verbs and adjectives to help build his overall receptive and expressive
language skills. He has also been able to follow 2-3 step directions to complete tasks
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assigned with minimal repetition and verbal prompting needed.
Method
This research study was conducted using a group research design. Multiple
assessment methods were utilized to collect student data. The first of these methods was
observation. All observations were recorded using POWER-Solving Scorecards. Each
scorecard evaluates a specific skill taught in the POWER-Solving curriculum. Students
were rated using N/A = no opportunity, 0 = did not independently display skill on the
first opportunity (prompting / coaching subsequently provided), or 1 = independently
displayed skill on the first opportunity (no prompting) (see Appendix A-D for the
POWER-Solving scorecards). Observations took place within our self-contained special
education classroom, during special area classes, during enrichment (where our class
pushes into a 5th grade general education classroom), and also during the student's lunch
and recess periods. Observations were conducted by the teacher once a week for an entire
40 minute period. During enrichment, special area classes, and lunch/recess, students
have the opportunity to interact socially with their typical peers. Observations were
conducted at the beginning, before the intervention and then again following the
completion of the intervention, as well as, after each new social skill that was taught
using the POWER-Solving curriculum.
The second method of assessment was a pre-intervention and post-intervention
rating scale (POWER-Solving Rating Scale) that was completed by each subject’s parent
and the teacher. Within the rating scale, parents and teachers were asked to rate various
aspects of the child’s social behavior using a scale of 0-4 (0 being never and 4 being
almost always). In addition, parents and teachers were asked to rate how important that
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skill is to them using a scale of 0-2 (0 being not important and 2 being very important)
(see Appendix E for the full version of the POWER-Solving Rating Scale). This
assessment was given before the intervention was implemented and then again after the
implementation of the intervention.
The POWER-Solving curriculum (Selbst and Gordon, 2012) consists of four
student workbooks. In the first book, students are taught the five step POWER-Solving
method.
● Put the problem into words
● Observe and measure your feelings
● Work out your goal
● Explore possible solutions
● Review your plan
The second book focuses on the social problem-solving skill area of social
conversations. Specific areas that are addressed are starting a conversation appropriately
with a peer, maintaining a reciprocal conversation with a peer, changing conversation
topics appropriately, ending a conversation appropriately, and using POWER-Solving
steps during a social situation. The third book concentrates on the social problem-solving
skill of developing friendships. Students are taught how to play a game appropriately, (
including: deciding what to play, sharing, taking turns, showing good sportsmanship,
talking during the game, and ending the game appropriately), ask for help when needed,
give a compliment to someone, and accept others who are different from them. Then in
the fourth book the social problem-solving skill area of anger management is addressed.
In this book students learn to identify triggers that contribute to making them angry, use
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strategies to stay calm, accept when things do not go their way, practice remaining calm
if teased or bullied, and to use the POWER-Solving steps in situations where anger
triggers are found.
Procedure
Prior to any instruction using the POWER-Solving curriculum, each of the
subject’s parent and the teacher completed the POWER-Solving rating scale. In addition,
the teacher observed the students using the POWER-Solving Scorecards to obtain
baseline data. Once baseline data was collected the POWER-Solving intervention was
initiated. The POWER-Solving curriculum was taught over a four week period, one week
per book. Students participated in one lesson a day. The lesson was taught during the
class’s daily morning meeting. Students were introduced to the topic of the day using the
3-D method of learning- Discuss, Demonstrate, Do. During the discuss stage, students
talked together about what they were learning. In the demonstrate stage, students were
shown how the skill is done. Lastly, in the do stage, students did the same thing that they
watched in the demonstration. Students practiced these skills through role playing and
other behavioral rehearsal activities. These activities are crucial in promoting skill
acquisition, performance, generalization, and fluency. In addition to teaching the students
the daily lessons, the teacher and the teaching assistant also provided coaching to help
students successfully use the POWER-Solving method in real time situations. Coaching
consisted of prompting the students to use specific social skills that were taught or to use
the POWER-Solving method when they encountered a social problem.
In order to promote generalization, students were given opportunities to practice
the acquired skills throughout the day. These opportunities were provided through group
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and partner work activities in the classroom, interactions during special area classes,
interactions during lunch and recess, and during free time periods, where they worked on
building friendships. In addition, POWER-Up activities were sent home after each lesson.
POWER-Up activities include parent handouts which provide information about the skill
that was learned and how to practice that skill at home.
The outcomes of this study were evaluated using the data collected from each of
the subject’s parent and teacher POWER-Solving Rating Scales, and the POWERSolving scorecards used during teacher observation.
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Chapter 4
Results
In this group study, the effects of teaching students with communication
impairments to problem solve in order to increase positive social interactions was
examined. Students in a 4th and 5th grade self-contained classroom were taught the
POWER-Solving method in an attempt to increase their communication skills and
enhance their ability to interact in social situations. The research question examined in
this study was: Does teaching 4th and 5th grade students with communication
impairments to problem solve using the POWER-Solving method increase positive social
interactions?
Prior to any instruction using the POWER-Solving curriculum, parents and
teachers completed the POWER-Solving rating scale. In addition, the teacher observed
the students using the POWER-Solving Scorecards to obtain baseline data. Once baseline
data was collected the POWER-Solving intervention was initiated. The POWER-Solving
curriculum was taught over a four week period, one week per book. Students participated
in one lesson a day. The lesson was taught during the class’s daily morning meeting. The
results of this study are derived from the data collected from the parent and teacher
POWER-Solving Rating Scales and the POWER-Solving scorecards.
Group Results
Figure 1 illustrates the results for the number of social skills observed during both
pre-intervention and post-intervention data collection periods for the implementation of
the POWER-Solving method Book 1 intervention. During the Pre-Intervention
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observations, the students did not display any of the target behaviors taught in the
POWER-Solving method of social problem-solving. During the Post-Intervention
observations, the students displayed an overall increase in the targeted social skills. The
largest increase was observed in the self-contained classroom setting, followed by recess
and special area classes. A slightly smaller increase was observed during lunch. The
smallest increase was observed while in the general education enrichment setting.

Figure 1. Results for POWER-Solving Steps Book 1

Figure 2 illustrates the results for the number of social skills observed during both
pre-intervention and post-intervention data collection periods for the implementation of
the Social Conversations Book 2 intervention. During the Pre-Intervention observations,
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the students displayed a low amount of the target social skills taught in the Book 2
curriculum. During the Post-Intervention observations, the students displayed an overall
increase in the targeted social skills. The largest increase was observed in the selfcontained classroom setting. An equivalent increase was observed during lunch, and
special area classes. A slightly smaller increase was observed during recess and the
smallest increase was observed during the general education enrichment setting.

Figure 2. Results for Social Conversations Book 2

Figure 3 illustrates the results for the number of social skills observed during both
pre-intervention and post-intervention data collection periods for the implementation of
the Developing Friendships Book 3 intervention. Throughout this phase of the research
study, students displayed an overall increase in the targeted social skills. The largest
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increase was observed while in the self-contained classroom setting, followed by recess.
A slightly smaller increase was observed during general education enrichment. The
smallest increase was observed during both lunch and special area classes.

Figure 3. Results for Developing Friendships Book 3

Figure 4 illustrates the results for the number of social skills observed during both
pre-intervention and post-intervention data collection periods for the implementation of
the Anger Management Book 4 intervention. Throughout this phase of the research study,
students displayed an overall increase in the targeted social skills. The largest increase
was observed during the self-contained classroom setting, followed by lunch and recess.
A slightly smaller increase was observed during special area classes. The smallest
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increase was observed during the general education enrichment setting.

Figure 4. Results for Anger Management Book 4

In addition to the results derived during teacher observations, parent and teacher
rating scales were used to show overall growth of targeted social skills displayed
throughout the entirety of the implementation period. POWER-Solving Rating Scales
were completed by both the student’s parent and the teacher prior to any instruction using
the POWER-Solving curriculum. Table 2 shows the results of the teacher completed
POWER-Solving Rating Scales. Based on the teacher’s ratings, the students showed a
260.7% increase in “POWER-Solving” Steps, a 137.5% increase in the application of
“POWER-Solving” steps to social situations, and a total increase of 175%.
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Table 2
Results of the Teacher POWER-Solving Rating Scale
Social/Problem-Solving Skill

PRE-INTERVENTION

Subscale

How often is the skill
displayed?

POSTINTERVENTION
How often is the skill
displayed?

“POWER-Solving” Steps

84

303

Application of “POWERSolving” Steps to Social
Situations

192

456

Total of Subscales

276

759

Table 3 illustrates the results of the parent completed POWER-Solving Rating
Scales. Based on the parent’s ratings, the students showed a 39% increase in “POWERSolving” Steps, a 34.7% increase in the application of “POWER-Solving” steps to social
situations, and a total increase of 36.7%.
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Table 3
Results of the Parent POWER-Solving Rating Scale
Social/Problem-Solving Skill

PRE-INTERVENTION

Subscale

How often is the skill
displayed?

POSTINTERVENTION
How often is the skill
displayed?

“POWER-Solving” Steps

156

217

Application of “POWERSolving” Steps to Social
Situations

190

256

Total of Subscales

346

473
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Chapter 5
Discussion
This study examined the effects of teaching students with communication
impairments to problem solve in order to increase positive social interactions. Ten 4th
and 5th grade students in a small sized elementary school in South Jersey were taught the
POWER-Solving method of social problem solving. Seven of the ten students in the
program qualify for special education services under the category of Communication
Impaired.
Teaching students the POWER-Solving method and implementing the POWERSolving curriculum had a significant impact on the number of positive social interactions
the students engaged in. Teacher observations showed a significant increase while in the
self-contained classroom, the general education enrichment setting, lunch, recess, and
special area classes for all students. Students had opportunities to utilize the strategies
taught in the POWER-Solving curriculum throughout the day in various locations.
However, the largest increase in positive social interactions was observed in the selfcontained classroom setting. It is important to note that the self-contained classroom
setting is a small group environment where the students feel confident and comfortable
taking both academic and social risks. This is also the location where lessons involving
the use of the POWER-Solving method were taught and where the most opportunities to
practice the skills with the support of their POWER-Solving coach were provided.
Student engagement during the POWER-Solving lessons was noticeably greater than
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during their typical curriculum. They seemed to truly enjoy working through real life
situations, recognizing their anger triggers, and practicing calming strategies. As students
became more familiar with the steps of the method, they were also more willing to share
current social problems that they were experiencing instead of relying on the sample
social problem situations that were provided during lessons.
In addition to the increase in positive interactions, the teacher also observed an
increase in the student's’ emotional vocabulary, as well as with the students’ ability to
identify feelings. Having a structure for which to express their social problems enabled
them to become more fluid with their expressive language ability, when discussing
situations. Nelson, Brenner, Rogers-Adkinson (2003) found that combined characteristics
of individuals with communication impairments may cause increased negative behaviors
including high levels of frustration, frequent arguments, fighting with peers, and
withdrawing from interactions. The POWER-Solving method provided the tools that the
individuals in this study needed to identify triggers to their negative behaviors, identify
their emotions, examine possible solutions, and create a plan to respond more positively
during social interactions.
The positive impact of the POWER-Solving intervention was also seen in the
teacher and parent surveys. Results of both teacher and parent surveys indicated that
students increased their ability to use the “POWER-Solving” steps and increased the
application of “POWER-Solving” steps to social situations. Although the increases were
less for the parent surveys compared to the teacher surveys, the results show that the
individuals in this study generalized the skills learned through the intervention to their
home environment, to some degree. It is possible that the differences in the results were
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due to a difference in opportunities and expectations for social interactions while in the
home compared to opportunities and expectations while in school. In addition, the
differences may also be due to a difference in coaching and prompting while in the home
environment. Although parents were provided with POWER-Up activities, which are
parent handouts that provide information about the skill that was learned and how to
practice that skill at home, it is possible that they were not completed with fidelity.
Providing parents with additional training in the use of the POWER-Solving method
might help to increase generalization of the skills taught to other environments outside of
school.
Walker, Colvin, and Ramsey (1995) found that when cognitively based
interventions that promote successful emotional and behavioral development are
implemented class wide, students with emerging destructive or maladaptive behaviors are
able to observe and be supported by the problem-solving strategies of socially appropriate
peers. In addition, Smith, Grabe, and Daunic (2009) state that having class-wide
discussions about social situations, provide opportunities for students to consider multiple
interpretations of environmental stimuli, constructive interpersonal interactions, and
socially adaptive response selections in emotionally charged situations. Class-wide
discussions provide opportunities for students who have difficulty constructing
appropriate social responses to benefit from the exposure to the perceptions, goals, and
choices of more socially competent peers. Daunic, Smith, Brank, & Penfield (2006)
designed a cognitively based intervention called Tools for Getting Along (TFGA) that
prevent and improve emotional and behavioral problems by teaching students to use
social problem solving class wide. Similar to this, the POWER-Solving intervention has
36

also shown to prevent and improve emotional and behavioral problems through classwide teaching. The self-contained classroom setting was where the largest increase in
positive social interactions occurred. This increase in positive social interactions may be
correlated with being in the same location as where the majority of the teaching and
discussions about social situations occur. In addition, a sense of confidence and comfort
with the POWER-Solving method was created through these discussions and practice
situations. Students became comfortable with practicing the steps of the method through
role playing scenarios, and practice situations. Through class discussions and repetition
with the strategy, students developed automaticity with the steps. All students were able
to independently and successfully complete the steps in the POWER-Solving method
using mock situations.
Although many of the students began to display the social skills they learned
independently, most still required prompting by coaches to apply the POWER-Solving
strategies in real-time situations. However, when prompted students were able to
complete the steps of the POWER-Solving method and were able to successfully problem
solve in social situations. Ultimately, the goal is to help children with communication
impairments independently initiate social communication skills that will result in
successful interactions with peers. In order for this to happen, it is imperative that they
generalize the social communication skills learned to any situation that arises.
Limitations
During the study, all participants displayed increases in positive social
interactions. However, many of them still required the support of the coach's prompting.
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In order to increase independence with the skills learned during the implementation of the
POWER-Solving intervention continuous practice is necessary. Due to the short amount
of time in which this study was conducted, it is unclear whether the increase in positive
interactions will be maintained over time.
In addition, the sample size of the study was limited to ten 4th and 5th grade
students in a small sized elementary school in South Jersey. Because of this, the
outcomes of this study cannot be generalized to the larger population. In order to
determine an effect size, a much larger sample would be required. This sample was also
limited to special education students in a self-contained program from a district which
experiences a high level of poverty and a low level of parent involvement. This sample
did not include special education students from various socioeconomic backgrounds.
Practical Implications
Evidence has been found that links early maladaptive behaviors with later life
difficulties that include delinquency, substance abuse, and school dropout (Giancola &
Tarter, 1999). Interventions such as POWER-Solving can be used to decrease early
maladaptive behaviors and prevent these negative effects from happening later in life.
Research shows that students who participate in social and emotional learning
programs have grade point averages that are 11 percent higher than their peers (Zins,
Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004), score higher on standardized tests (Payton,
Weissberg, Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor, Schellinger, & Pachan, 2008), and are less likely
to engage in high-risk behaviors that interfere with learning, such as violence and drug
and alcohol use (Hawkins, Graham, Maguin, Abbott, Hill, & Catalano, 1997). One
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intervention, Coping Power, an intensive small-group CBI that addresses risk factors
associated with conduct disorder and focuses on goal setting, anger management,
perspective taking, and problem solving, has been shown to enhance school functioning
as rated by teachers and reduce students’ self-reported substance abuse and other negative
behaviors (Lochman & Wells, 2004) when compared to a high-risk control group.
Another intervention found to have positive results is Promoting Alternative Thinking
Strategies, which promotes the development of feeling identification, impulse control,
stress reduction, self-awareness, and social problem solving (Smith, Graber, and Daunic,
2009). Implementing interventions using this strategy revealed improvements in peerrated aggression and disruptive behavior, as well as in observer ratings of the classroom
atmosphere (Smith et al, 2009). Cheney, Lynass, Flower, Waugh, Iwaszuk, Mielenz, and
Hawken (2010) present an example of an intervention that has been effective at
producing positive social outcomes for students who are at risk of developing emotional
or behavioral disabilities. The authors studied the effects of a positive behavior support
model known as The Check, Connect, and Expect (CCE) program. The CEC program
comprises of several critical structures and strategies that include (a) the coach
implementing the program; (b) daily positive interactions among the coach, students, and
teachers; (c) supervision and monitoring of students’ social performance; (d) social skill
instruction; (e) positive reinforcement for students meeting daily and weekly goals; and
(f) involvement of parents through daily home notes. The approach was evaluated in 18
urban schools with a diverse population of students, over a two year period. Results show
that this type of intervention can reduce problematic student behavior, reduce referral
rates to special education, and enhance student’s social behavior (Cheney et al., 2010).
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Future Studies
Communication is crucial for success in the school environment and within
society. Further research studies need to be conducted to enhance our understanding of
children with communication disorders as they attempt to navigate through social
situations with peers, teachers, and family members. Continuing to find new and
improved ways of enhancing social communication skills and social experiences of
children with communication disorders, in social and academic situations, is essential.
Future studies should focus on ways to maintain the use of the social problem solving
skills learned over time, with the goal of complete independence in the application of
skills. In addition, ways to increase generalization to all social interactions in which
individuals engage should also be examined.
Conclusion
This study sought to answer the question: Does teaching 4th and 5th grade
students with communication impairments to problem solve using the POWER-Solving
method increase positive social interactions? The data illustrated that for all ten of the
participants in this study, the POWER-Solving method of social problem solving did
increase positive social interactions. The results of this study were determined through
teacher observation, using POWER-Solving Scorecards and a pre-intervention and postintervention rating scale (POWER-Solving Rating Scale) that was completed by each
subject’s parents and the teacher. Teacher observations showed a significant increase
while in the self-contained classroom, the general education enrichment setting, lunch,
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recess, and special area classes for all students. In addition to the increase in positive
interactions, the teacher also observed an increase in the students’ emotional vocabulary,
as well as with the students’ ability to identify feelings. The positive impact of the
POWER-Solving intervention was also seen in the teacher and parent surveys. The
teacher survey reflected a 260.7% increase in the ability to use the “POWER-Solving”
Steps, and a 137.5% increase in the application of “POWER-Solving” steps to social
situations. The parent surveys reflected an increase of 39% in “POWER-Solving” Steps,
and a 34.7% increase in the application of “POWER-Solving” steps to social situations. It
would stand to reason that the POWER-Solving method would be beneficial in increasing
positive social interactions in future studies. Future studies should focus on ways to
maintain the use of the social problem solving skills learned over time, with the goal of
complete independence in the application of skills. In addition, ways to increase
generalization to all social interactions in which individuals engage should also be
examined.
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